Indices of social risk among first attenders of an emergency mental health service in post-conflict East Timor: an exploratory investigation.
Little is known about the profile of patients treated in mental health services in low-income, post-conflict countries, especially in the post-emergency phase. We postulated that patients attending the first community mental health service in East Timor would be characterized not only by mental disturbance but by high levels of social vulnerability. Drawing on existing methods and on consultations with East Timorese mental health staff, five social indicators were identified: dangerousness; inability to undertake life-sustaining self-care; bizarre behaviour; incapacitating distress; and social unmanageability. Adequate levels of interrater reliability (65-91%) were achieved in identifying these indicators from case notes. Forty-eight randomly selected case notes were analyzed to ascertain the prevalence of social risk factors as well as the referral source and broad diagnostic groupings. Major referral sources were the family, humanitarian agencies and the police. Twenty-nine percent met criteria for dangerousness; 42% for inability to undertake self-care; 58% for bizarre behaviour; 75% for distress; and 19% for unmanageability. Ninety-eight percent fulfilled at least one social indicator, with the modal score being 2. Although the approach to documentation and analysis was preliminary, the data suggest that a focus on social risk indicators may assist in determining those mentally disturbed persons in need of priority care in resource-poor post-conflict countries.